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Corporate Communications and Engagement
Proofing checklist

We aim to make information as easy as possible to understand. The organisation style is about writing clearly, concisely and without jargon.
1. Prefer short words. Long words will not impress your audience or help your writing style.
2. Check punctuation, including full stops, commas, semicolons, apostrophes and speech marks.
3. Use everyday English whenever possible. Avoid jargon and legalistic words, and explain any technical terms you have to use. For example, ‘use’ not ‘utilise’, ‘try to’ not ‘endeavour’.
4. Keep your sentence length down to an average of 15 to 20 words. Try to stick to one main idea in a sentence.
5. Use active verbs as much as possible. Say 'we will do it' rather than 'it will be done by us'.
6. Be concise.
7. Imagine you are talking to your reader. Write sincerely, personally, in a style that is suitable and with the right tone of voice. The NHS Fife tone should be a balance between: 
Warm, positive, reassuring, professional, kind.
Passion and pride – capturing the positive and infectious attitude of our staff.
Ambition and commitment – looking ahead to the future and always striving to improve and serve people’s needs better.
8. Abbreviations and acronyms: spell out the words in full wherever possible. When used, write out in full the first time and then put the acronym in brackets immediately after this. If acronyms are listed in an appendix at end of the document, make sure they are in alphabetical order.

9. Capital letters are harder to read. Capital letters are estimated to be 13 to 18% harder for users to read. So we try to avoid them. Block capitals can also indicate shouting. We should not be shouting.
10. Capitalisation: Use sentence case for titles where possible and do not use acronyms unless they are well-known, like EU. The exceptions to this are proper nouns such as departments, titles like Mr, Mrs, Dr, buildings, and place names. Do not capitalise job titles unless the title is given along with a name. 
Do capitalise:
· the proper names of people, buildings, rivers, places, organisations
· days of the week and months
· nationalities, for example Scottish, British, Indian and Chinese
· the proper names of national progammes, projects and plans, and
· the proper names of our services, teams and directorates
Do not capitalise:
· the seasons
· NHS board internal publications, policies and procedures, committees, teams and groups, and 
· job titles unless the title is given along with a name.
· NHS Fife healthcare governance and risk management committee…
· The Lanarkshire stroke managed clinical network…
· The specialist palliative care project group…
11. Ampersands should not be used in body copy unless it is in a well-known name. The reason is that ‘and’ is easier to read and easier to skim. Some people with lower literacy levels also find ampersands harder to understand.
12. Word hyphenation, for example consultant-led unit, 24-hour helpline. No hyphen in ‘inpatient’, ‘outpatient’ or ‘single shared assessment (SSA)’.
13. Align text to the left margin and use plenty of margin space. Do not fully justify text (that is text aligned to both left and right margins). Left-justified text makes reading easier for those with limited vision.
14. Check spacing after a full stop. Use one space only after a full stop (find two spaces and replace with one).


15. eg, etc and ie
‘eg’ can sometimes be read aloud as ‘egg’ by screen reading software. Instead use ‘for example’ or ‘such as’ or 'like' or ‘including’ - whichever works best in the specific context.
‘etc’ can usually be avoided. Try using ‘for example’ or ‘such as’ or ‘including’. Never use ‘etc’ at the end of a list starting with ‘for example’ or ‘such as’ or ‘including’.
‘ie’ - used to clarify a sentence - isn’t always well understood. Try (re)writing sentences to avoid the need to use it. If that isn’t possible, use an alternative such as ‘meaning’ or ‘that is’.
16. Numbers one to nine are written in full, and from 10 upwards are written as numerals. If a number is at the beginning of a sentence - spell it out. 
Exception – units of time and measurement (including age groups)
Unit: 5 days, 4–6 weeks, 7 months, 9 years
Date: 21 July 2002, January to December 2001, 
January 2003 to December 2004, 2007–2008, Monday 10 July 2026
Time: use 12-hour clock
11pm
7am to 8pm
9am to 5:30pm
Use "noon" or "midnight" instead of "12 noon" or "12 midnight". 
17. Check readability, for example long sentences, jargon and ambiguity. People with some learning disabilities read letter for letter - they do not bounce around like other users. 
They also cannot fully understand a sentence if it’s too long. Aim to keep sentences to 15–20 words or under.
18. Where you need to use technical terms, you can. They’re not jargon. You just need to explain what they mean the first time you use them.
19. Use active voice (rather than passive) – avoids ambiguity and makes your writing more personal, lively and direct. (Passive example = The health and safety team was informed that training was provided by managers. Active example = The service informed us that managers provided training.)
20. We use bullet points in two different ways. As a list within the text. Use bullet points to make text easier to read. 
Make sure that: 
you always use a lead-in line 
there is always a space between the lead-in line and the bullet points 
the bullets make sense running on from the lead-in line 
each bullet is short (no more than one sentence) 
you use lower case at the start of the bullet point, unless it starts with a proper noun 
you do not use full stops within bullet points – where possible start another bullet point or use commas, dashes or semicolons to expand 
you do not put “or”, “and” after the bullet points 
there is no punctuation at the end of bullet points 
if you add links they appear within the text and not as the whole bullet point 
there is no full stop after the last bullet point 
Your list should have at least three bullet points. If you have fewer, rewrite your content as individual sentences or paragraphs. 

For bullet points following a heading 
This is a series of related points, but each one stands on its own. 
Each point should only contain one sentence. 
Each point needs to start with a capital letter and end in a full stop, or the appropriate punctuation (for example, a question mark). 
21. Words to avoid: Try to use the alternatives we suggest in brackets.
acquire (buy)
adjacent (next to)
additional (extra)
advise (tell)
aggregate (total)
applicant (you)
commence (start)
complete (fill in)
comply with (keep to)
consequently (so)
ensure (make sure)
forward (send)
in accordance with (under, keeping to)
in excess of (more than)
in respect of (for)
in the event of (if)
on receipt (when we/you get)
on request (if you ask)
particulars (details)
per annum (a year)
persons (people)
prior to (before)
purchase (buy)
regarding (about)
should you wish (if you wish)
terminate (end)
whilst (while)
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